Health care consultant Barbara Bridgman Perkins is one of the original members of the Boston Women\'s Health Book Collective and a contributor to *Our bodies, ourselves*. First published as a booklet in 1970, *Our bodies, ourselves* aimed to provide women with the information they needed in order to participate in medical decision-making about their bodies. The Women\'s Liberation Movement was on the crest of a wave, and the emphasis of the book was squarely on women "reclaiming" their bodies from a male-dominated medical profession. An area of particular concern to feminists at the time was the medical treatment of women in childbirth. Feminist activists and scholars blamed excessive intervention on patriarchal doctors. Male dominance of obstetrics, it was claimed, drove clinical practice, leading to the adoption of techniques of no proven benefit to either the mother or her infant.

In *The medical delivery business* Bridgman Perkins revisits that debate from the vantage point of the twenty-first century and her considerable experience as a health planner. Her cleverly titled book rejects the assumption that male dominance adequately explains excessive obstetrical intervention. Bridgman Perkins suggests instead that developments in perinatal care since 1900 should be explored within a different framework: the production side of the organization of medicine.

Using examples from maternal and infant care, she argues that throughout the twentieth century industrial and commercial enterprises provided models for the institutions, specialties and technological developments of modern medicine. Scientific management techniques were first applied to clinical medicine in the early 1900s, favouring the development of a hierarchical division of medical labour and the subdivision of clinical care into separate tasks assigned to different levels of hospital staff. Surgical and technological interventions were introduced in order to enhance productivity and speed of clinical process. In early twentieth-century America, labour and delivery units were constructed along the lines of industrial production, and the slow and careful delivery of the baby\'s head, without inflicting injury to the mother, was replaced by a quick episiotomy. At Dublin\'s National Maternity Hospital in the 1960s, consultant obstetrician Kieran O\'Driscoll pioneered the strategy of managing labour with oxytocin acceleration as a cost-efficient procedure aimed at rationalizing workloads and removing bottlenecks in the flow of patients through the unit. Thus Bridgman Perkins also makes the very important point that business principles do not enhance efficiency without impinging on the clinical content and practice of medicine: the practice, the science and the business of medicine are all inextricably bound up together.

Can anything be done to correct the warping of maternity care? This question is especially pertinent at a time of increasing concern about escalating rates of caesarean section. Bridgman Perkins does not believe that the consumer-oriented approach championed by feminist activists and health reformers provides an adequate response to the industrialization of childbirth. She argues instead for reforms based on human health needs rather than on market economics, with an emphasis on equity of access, appropriateness of intervention, and caring. In putting forward these proposals, she echoes other twentieth-century critics of modern biomedicine, who in different ways have advocated a more patient-centred approach to health care.

Bridgman Perkins is a health planner, not a trained historian. This shows through in the way secondary sources are cited and integrated into the main discussion. But the book is painstakingly researched and generally well written. The author deserves high praise for producing an intelligent, thought-provoking and insightful account of the business approach in medicine. Anyone working on the history of twentieth-century maternity care will find *The medical delivery business* an invaluable addition to the existing literature on the subject.
